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Introduction 

 Today’s meeting is held in partnership: 
o Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 

Services (OSERS)  

o Implementation and Support Unit (ISU)   

o Council of Chief State School Officers’ Assessing 
Special Education Services (ASES) State 
Collaborative on Assessments and Student 
Standards (SCASS) 

 

 Funded in part by The William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation 
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Goals for the Meeting 

 Share lessons learned from research and assessment 
development under previous grants 

 Offer assistance to consortia developing next-generation 
assessment systems 

 Format: 

o Five former grantees presenting research and lessons 
learned on improving accessibility of general 
assessments for students with disabilities 

o Table discussion with representatives from the consortia: 
PARCC, Smarter Balanced, the National Center and State 
Collaborative, and Dynamic Learning Maps 
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 Consortia 

Race to the Top Assessment  

• Two consortia representing 
45 states and DC 

o Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness of 
College and Careers 
(PARCC) 

o Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium 
(Smarter Balanced) 

 

General Supervision 
Enhancement Grants 

 Assessments for students 
with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities  

 Two consortia, comprising 
31 states and DC 

o National Center and State 
Collaborative (NCSC) 

o Dynamic Learning Maps 
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• Awarded in September 2010 
• Four-year grants to develop next-generation assessment 

systems in English language arts and mathematics 
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Who Are Children with Disabilities? 

IDEA provides services 
for 6.9 million 
individuals with 
disabilities from birth 
through age 21 

 3% of population birth 
to age 2 

 14% of public school 
enrollees 

 

13 Disability Categories  

 41% Specific Learning 
Disabilities  

 19% Speech or Language 
Impairments 

 17% All other categories 

 8% Intellectual Disabilities 

 7% Emotional Disturbance 

 6% Autism 

 2% Multiple Disabilities 

7 Sources: United States Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Data Accountability Center, 2010. 

U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, annual, and Projections of Education Statistics, 2010. 



How are SWDs participating in  
Statewide Assessments? 

Source: United States Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Data Accountability Center, 2008-2010. 

84.4% 81.7% 78.1% 
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SWDs can meet college- and career-ready standards: 

 SWDs can excel within the general curriculum. 

 SWDs can be prepared for success in post-secondary 
including college and/or careers. 

SWDs must be ensured: 

 Access to the general curriculum 

 Ability to meet their unique needs 

 IEPs with goals aligned to grade-level academic standards 

 Teachers  and support personnel able to deliver high-
quality, evidence-based, individualized instructional and 
support services 

Accountability: 
Holding All Students to High Standards 

Sources: Gersten, R., Beckmann, S., Clarke, B., Foegen, A., Marsh, L., Star, J. R., & Witzel, B. (2009). Assisting students struggling with mathematics: Response to Intervention (RtI) for 

elementary and middle schools (NCEE 2009-4060). Wanzek, J. & Vaughn, S. (2010).  Tier 3 interventions for students with significant reading problems.  Theory Into Practice, 49, 305-314. 

Common Core State Standards Initiative. Application to Students with Disabilities. http://www.corestandards.org 
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All Students Students with 
Disabilities 

4th grade reading 8%   8%  

8th grade math 10%  6%  

Graduation rates 3.4%  10% 

Post secondary 
enrollment 

8% 38%  

4 year college 
enrollment 

14%  13%  

Student Outcome Increases 
 (1998-2009) 
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RTTA Public Meetings 

 This is the fourth RTTA public meeting. 
o April 15– Technology infrastructure 

o June 10– Automated scoring 

o August 10– Accessibility for students with disabilities and 
English learners 

 The purpose of the meetings is to: 
o To support collaboration and provide technical assistance to 

PARCC and Smarter Balanced as they develop new assessment 
systems 

o Expand the knowledge and expertise of the Department and 
the public around key assessment issues 

o Facilitate discussion of key components of the systems with 
experts 
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About RTTA 

 Support states in delivering a system of more effective and 
instructionally useful assessments that: 
o Provide accurate information about what students know and can do by: 

 Eliciting complex student demonstrations or applications of knowledge and 
skills, as appropriate 

 Accurately measuring student achievement across the full performance 
continuum 

 Accurately measuring student growth over a full academic year or course; 

 Helping educators determine whether individual students are ready for 
college and careers by the time of high school graduation and, in previous 
grade levels, whether they are on-track for readiness 

o Reflect good instructional practice and support a culture of continuous 
improvement 

o Effectively assess all students, including students with disabilities and 
English learners 
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Looking Forward 

 Assessment systems must include one or more summative 
assessment components that are fully implemented by 
every state in each consortium by SY 2014-15, and are 
administered at least once during the academic year in, at a 
minimum: 
o English language arts and mathematics 

o Grades 3-8 and high school 

 Results used to inform: 
o Teaching, learning, and program improvement 

o Determinations of school effectiveness 

o Determinations of principal and teacher effectiveness for the 
purposes of evaluation and support 

o Determinations of individual student college- and career-readiness 
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Students with Disabilities in RTTA 

 The absolute priority requires that consortia create 
assessments for all students, including students with 
disabilities and English learners 

 The consortia are required to develop tests accessible for 
these populations and to create and standardize 
accommodations policies 

 PARCC and Smarter Balanced have established panels of 
external experts knowledgeable about the needs of 
students with disabilities to inform assessment 
development 
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Meeting Agenda 
8:30-9:00  Welcome/setting the stage 

9:00-9:30  Inclusive  assessment: Considerations 

9:30-10:00  Universal Design for Learning 

10:00-10:15  Break 

10:15-10:45 Cognitive labs and  

 Opportunity-to-Learn studies 

10:45-11:15  Innovative Items 

11:15-11:45 Considerations in Assessing Low-
Performing Students with Disabilities 

11:45-12:00  Concluding Comments & Wrap-up 

12:00   Adjourn 
5/22/2012 15 



Invited Experts 

 Lou Danielson, American Institutes for Research 
 

 Stephen Elliott, Arizona State University 
 

 Steve Ferrara, Pearson 
 

 Sheryl Lazarus, National Center for Educational 
Outcomes at the University of Minnesota 
 

 Shelley Loving-Ryder, Virginia Department of 
Education 
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Reminders 
 Please place all cell phones and other devices on vibrate 
 

 Resources:  

o Race to the Top Assessment: www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-
assessment 

o NCSC: www.cehd.umn.edu/nceo/projects/NCSC/NCSC.html 

o Dynamic Learning Maps: www.dynamiclearningmaps.org 
 

 The purpose of this event is to promote a full discussion and hear 
a wide range of viewpoints on creating valid, reliable, and fair 
assessments for English learners and students with disabilities, as 
well as the challenges and opportunities afforded by the Race to 
the Top Assessment program. Through this meeting, the U.S. 
Department of Education is not seeking to promote and/or 
endorse any particular program, project, methodology or 
approach to this work. 
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BREAK 

  

 



 
Thank you!! 

 

 

Alexa Posny 

U.S. Department of Education 

 



Reminders 

 Transcript and presentations from today’s meeting 
will be available at: 

www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-assessment  

 

 Written input may be submitted to 
racetothetop.assessment@ed.gov 
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Future Public Meetings 

 Future meetings may focus on: 
o Interoperability and technology standards 

o Selection of a uniform growth model consistent with test purpose, 
structure, and intended uses 

o Setting achievement standards and performance level descriptors 

 Information about future meetings will be posted on ed.gov 
and shared with stakeholder groups and prior meeting 
participants 
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Ensuring General Assessment 

Access for Students with 

Disabilities:  Overview and 

Considerations 
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Timeline 

(Laura insert timeline from Word doc) 1975 1991 1996 1997 2001 

P.L. 94-142 

enacted 

NCEO 

funded 

NAEP 

establishes 

students with 

disabilities 

accommodations 

IDEA 

mandates 

assessments 

NCLB 

passed by 

Congress 

Key 

IDEA=Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

NAEP=National Assessment of Educational Progress 

NCLB=No Child Left Behind Act 

NCEO=National Center on Educational Outcomes 

P. L. 94-142=Education of All Handicapped Children Act 

(now known as IDEA)  
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Advances in Assessment  

of Students With Disabilities 

• Alternative assessments 

• Accommodations and universal design  

principles(UDL) 

• Adaptive assessment 

• Participation 
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Growth on the Vertical Scale: 

New Mexico Mathematics 

New Mexico Alternative Assessment 

Mathematics Longitudinal Growth, by Grade 
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Continuing Issues in Assessment for 

SWD 

•Continuous progress monitoring vs. one 

time assessment 

•Portfolios for alternative assessment 

•Consistent accommodation policies across 

states 

•Out-of-level testing 

•Assessing higher order content 
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Issues in Accountability Related  

to Students With Disabilities 

• “n” size 

• Standards setting 

• Fixed vs. progress standards 

• Challenging expectations 
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The Bottom Line 

Improve performance of students 

with disabilities 

• Maintain challenging expectations for 

each SWD 

• Create accountability system that 

incentivizes improvements in instruction 
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Reading Achievement Levels  

at Grade 4 by Student Disability Status:  

Various Years, 2002–2009 

Note: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. Some apparent differences between estimates may not be statistically significant. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP), 2002, 2003, 2005, 2007 and 2009 Reading Assessments. 
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Looking Ahead 

• Developing improved assessments 

 

• Developing alternative forms of 

accountability 

 

• Improving instruction 

9 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

Incorporating Universal Design 

Principles in Next Generation 

Assessment Item Design 
 

Sheryl Lazarus 

 

National Center on Educational Outcomes 
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Low-Performing Students with Disabilities 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes  

Universal Design 

The design of products and environments to 

be usable by all people, to the greatest extent 

possible, without the need for adaptation or 

specialized design.  

Center for Universal Design (1997) 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes  

Think about universal design 

in architecture and tool 

design 

 Curb cuts and ramps 

 Elevators that talk to you 

 Door handles rather than knobs 

 Special pen shapes that are easier 

to hold 
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

A set of principles for curriculum development 

that give all individuals equal opportunity to 

learn 

Provides a blueprint for creating instructional 

goals, methods, materials, and assessments 

that work for everyone.  
National Center on Universal Design for Learning 

    National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 
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Components of UDL 
 

 Goals—learning expectations. They represent the 

knowledge, concepts, and skills all students should master, 

and are generally aligned to standards.  

 Methods—instructional decisions, approaches, procedures 

that expert teachers use to accelerate or enhance learning. 

 Materials—media used to present learning content 

 Assessment—process of gathering information about a 

learner’s performance using a variety of methods.  

National Center on Universal Design for Learning 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 



Includes sample strategies  

for classrooms 

 

Universal Design for Learning: Tool for Teachers 

http://udlwheel.mdonlinegrants.org/ 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO)  

Universally designed assessments: 

• are designed from the beginning to 

be accessible and valid for the 

widest range of students 

• provide optimal standard 

assessment conditions 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

Tests that remain true to constructs, are easy 

to understand, and contain language that is 

accessible to all will give the truest readings 

of what students do and do not know.  

Universal Design does not mean “dumbing 

down” a test.  

Universally Designed Assessments 

(UDA) 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO)  

Who Benefits? 

 Universal design does not apply 

exclusively to people with 

disabilities or limited English 

proficiency 

 It applies to all individuals, with wide 

ranging characteristics 
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Multi- State GSEG Consortium  

. 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

http://www.education.umn.edu/NCEO/
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. 

Persistently 
Low 

Performance 

Accommodations 
Practices 

(AL, SD, TN) 

Nature of 
Instruction 
Received 

(SD, TN, WI) 

Effects of 
Learning 

Progressions 

(HI) 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

Multi- State GSEG Consortium  
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Alabama GSEG 

What strategies can improve the universal 

design of assessments for low performing 

students with disabilities?  

What is universal design? . . .  vs. . . . What is 

a lowered achievement expectation? 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

Elements of UD Assessments 

 Inclusive assessment population 

 Precisely defined constructs 

 Accessible, non-biased items 

 Amenable to accommodations 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO)  

Elements of UD Assessments  
(continued) 

 Simple, clear, and intuitive instructions 

and procedures 

 Maximum readability and 

comprehensibility 

 Maximum legibility 

Thompson, Johnstone & Thurlow (2002) 
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UD Assessment Items 

• Measures what it intends to measure 

• Respect diversity of assessment population 

• Have clear format for text 

• Have clear pictures and graphics (when essential to 

item) 

• Have concise and readable text 

• Allow changes to its format without changing its 

meaning or difficulty  

Thompson, Johnstone, Anderson, & Miller (2005) 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 



Slide 16 

Additional UDA 

Considerations for Computer-based 

Tests 

• Layout and design 

• Navigation 

• Computer capabilities 

 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 
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Recommendations 
• Incorporate elements of UD in early stages of development 

• Include disability and language acquisition experts in items 

reviews 

• Provide professional development for item developers and 

reviewers  on UD 

• Present the items being reviewed in format they will appear 

on test 

• Include standards being tested with the items being reviewed 

• Try out items with students 

• Field test items in accommodated formats 

Thompson, Johnstone, Anderson, & Miller (2005) 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 
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The Opportunity 

UD can help ensure that assessments do not 

restrict learning opportunities. 

UD can help us rethink how to create 

assessment items that provide a more accurate 

picture of what students know and can do.  

 

National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 
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National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) 

 

For More Information 

 

 

National Center on Educational Outcomes 
www.nceo.info 

 

 

Sheryl Lazarus 
laza0019@umn.edu 
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 2. How can testing conditions be improved to 

increase the likelihood that all students have 

had the opportunity to learn the content 

standards that the tests are designed to 

measure? 



 CAAVES: Consortium for Alternate Assessment  
     Validity and Experimental Studies 

 USDE funded; 2006-2009 [Award #S368A060012] 
 Partners: AZ, HI, ID, & IN + Vanderbilt Measurement Group + Discovery 

Education Assessment 
 

 CMAADI: Consortium for Modified Alternate Assessment 
Development and Implementation 
 USDE funded; 2007-2011 [Award #H373X070026] 
 Arizona Dept. of Education 
 Indiana Dept. of Education  

 

 MAAPS: Modified Alternate Assessment Performance 
Screening project 
 USDE funded; 2009-2011 [Award #S368A090006] 
 University of Pittsburgh 
 Discovery Education Assessment 
 Arizona Dept. of Education 
 Pennsylvania Dept. of Education 
 South Carolina Dept. of Education 
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Insufficient 

Opportunity to 

Learn the 

Intended 

Curriculum 

 
Inconsistent 

Delivery 

 of 

 Testing 

Accommodations 

Construct-

Irrelevant 

Variance on 

Assessments   

Access Barriers to the General Curriculum 

O
P

TIM
A

L A
C

C
ESS 

Access Pathway Access Pathway 

* Adapted from Kurz & Elliott (2011) 

2% AA Lessons / Washington DC 2012 4 



2% AA Lessons / Washington DC 2012 5 



 Evidenced-based model of test score 
validity, 

 

 Universal design principles, 

 

 Cognitive Load Theory for designing 
instructional materials, and 

 

 Item writing research and practices. 
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Design Elements 
 

 Simplify words and text 
structure 

 Delete extraneous words 

 Improve visuals and 
locate within item 

 Use bold text for 
important words 

 Examine answer 
distractors for 
plausibility and 
disproportionality of 
selection 

 

 

Desired Outcomes 
 Increase accessibility 

 Decrease item difficulty 

 Increase item discrimination 

 Increase reliability estimates 

 Reduce readability level w/in grade 
range 

 Maintain alignment w/ content stds. 

 Maintain DOK for all items 

 Reduce need for accommodations 

 Reduce number of words; Improve 
students’ perceptions of tests & 
motivation to engage in testing 

The result: Increased test score validity! 
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Test Accessibility and Modification Inventory-Accessibility Rating Matrix 

 

Peabody.vanderbilt.edu/tami or search “Vanderbilt TAMI” 

TM 
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Test accessibility is defined as the extent to which a test and its constituent item set permits 

the test taker to demonstrate knowledge of the target construct.  Accessibility involves an  

interaction between the test and individual test-taker characteristics. 
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Target construct:  

Use knowledge of 2-dimensional shapes to solve real-world calculation problems (Gr. 5) 

Domain: Math 

Words: 75 

Readability: 5.5 

TAMI ARM rating: 

Inaccessible for many 

test-takers (Rating: 1) 
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Target construct: 

 Use knowledge of 2-dimensional shapes to solve real-world calculation problems (Grade 5) 

Domain: Math 

Words: 60 (-20%) 

Readability: 3.2 (-2.3) 

TAMI ARM rating: 

Maximally Accessible 

for nearly all test-takers  

(Rating: 4) 

2% AA Lessons / Washington DC 2012 13 



Elliott, et al. (2010), Exceptional Children 
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If Desired Outcomes 
 Increase accessibility 

 Decrease item difficulty 

 Increase item discrimination 

 Increase reliability estimates 

 Reduce readability level  

 Maintain alignment 
w/content stds. 

 Maintain DOK for all items 

 Reduce need for 
accommodations 

 Improve students’ 
perceptions of tests & 
motivation to engage in 
testing 

 

 

 

 

Indices of Change 
 TAMI Overall ARM rating 

 p value or percent correct 

 D or point-biserial 
correlation 

 KR-20 or coefficient alpha 

 Flesch-Kincard grade level 
 Judged to be aligned when using 

approved alignment method 

 DOK level indicator 

 Number of 
accommodations 

 Cognitive ease ratings , 
self-reports, time  

 

 

 

 

 

 

It would facilitate communication & advance our science if we 

all reported at least a common set of item/test indices!   
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1. One characteristic shared by many in the  AA-MAS eligible group 
is slow reading. Thus, reducing number of words to be read 
facilitates persistence, engagement, and comprehension. 
 

2. Modified items that are less complex, but still aligned with grade 
level content standards and measuring the same DOK, can result 
in improved performance for all students. 
 

3. Easy and effective modifications include highlighting the question 
asked, simplifying language, and reducing the number of answer 
choices. These elements often shorten a given item, thus also 
allowing for more items within the same general time frame. 
 

4. Modified items can result in equal or better measurement 
precision for the eligible population. 
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…or at least, Less is equal (in terms of 
measurement precision) and simpler (in 
terms of reading and cognitive load) and 
allows eligible students a better 
opportunity to experience success, so 
less is also better for all students. 
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What if instruction on the content covered by the test item 
has not been provided? 

What if some students received instruction and others have 
not received instruction on the content tested? 
 

 A number of students and also their teachers told us that they had 
NOT been taught content measured on their state test. 
 

 Test developers have usually tried to address these concerns by 
conducting alignment studies, using tools/methods like the SEC or 
Webb’s Alignment method. Note these methods are insensitive to 
individual students. 

 

Alignment is a poor proxy measure for Opportunity to Learn! 
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CMAADI AZ Cog Lab 

Study, 2008 
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Opportunity to learn is defined as: the degree to which a 
teacher dedicates instructional time and content coverage 
to the intended curriculum objectives emphasizing high-
order cognitive processes, evidence-based practices, and 
alternative grouping formats.  

 
This definition is the conceptual foundation for the indices  

measured by the Instructional Learning Opportunity Guidance  

System (MyiLOGS; Kurz, Elliott, & Shrago, 2009), an online  

measure developed in a recently completed USDE Enhanced  

Assessment Grant (Award # S368A090006).  
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Quality (z)

Time (x)

Content (y)
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Unified  

Model 

of OTL 
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• My instructional Learning Opportunities Guidance System (MyiLOGS; Kurz, 

Elliott, & Shrago, 2009) allows teachers to document their planned and enacted 

instruction along their state-specific intended curriculum. Created as part of an USDE 

Enhanced Assessment Grant to Pennsylvania Dept. of Education. 

 

• OTL is documented along three key dimensions (i.e., time, content, and quality) at 

the classroom and individual student level. MyiLOGS captures: 

 

• Coverage of state-specific subskills 

• Time spent on each subskill 

• Cognitive expectations for student learning 

• Use of evidence-based instructional practices 

• Use of instructional grouping formats 

• Student engagement 
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Teachers get 
individualized 
reports when 

they want 
them! 
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Teachers get 
individualized 
reports when 

they want 
them! 
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Kurz & Elliott 

9-21-10 
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Comparison of Class and Student: Cognitive Processes 



 Initial OTL data from 3 states indicated that general and special 
education teachers spent about 66% of their allocated class time on 
teaching the academic standards of the general curriculum, 
another 25% on custom skills/activities, and about 5% on non-
instructional activities/tasks. Teachers covered approximately 
68% of the academic standards based on an average of about 151 
school days before their state test. 

 

 Teachers placed greater emphasis on higher-order thinking skills 
in general education classrooms than in special education 
classrooms.  

 

 Differences between general and special education teachers 
related to Time on Standards and Content Coverage indicated 
effect sizes above .50. Given that students in both types of classes 
were held to the same general curriculum standards irrespective 
of educational setting, it is problematic that teachers in special 
education classes provided less instructional time and coverage of 
the academic standards.   
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“Based on this sample’s general education classrooms, which represented  

a full inclusion model, students with disabilities experienced less time on 

standards, more non-instructional time, and less content coverage  

compared to their class. … At least for students with disabilities nested in 

general education classrooms, OTL appears to be a differentiated  

opportunity structure. …the instructional differences do not indicate 

equal or equitable OTL for students with disabilities.  Given their  

disability-related characteristics, students with disabilities may need at 

least as much OTL, if not more, than their peers without disabilities.  

However, the current findings suggest the exact opposite; if replicable, 

these data would pose serious instructional challenges for teachers and  

hold profound implications for policy makers focusing on academic  

proficiency and growth without consideration for the instructional inputs 

and processes that affect student outcomes.”          

                                                   (Kurz, Elliott, Lemons, Zigmond, Kloo, & Kettler, 2012) 
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 Studies must be conducted to establish the 
reasonableness of validity claims about relationships 
between instruction and test scores. 
 

 Teachers need substantial support to meaningfully 
cover the intended general curriculum with all 
students, in particular those with disabilities.  Many 
students with disabilities will need 30 to 40 more days 
of class time annually to have equitable  OTL. 
 

 Alignment is important, but current alignment 
measures are insensitive to individual students 
instruction. Thus, alignment is a poor indicator of OTL 
for students with disabilities. 
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 2. How can testing conditions be improved to 

increase the likelihood that all students have had the 

opportunity to learn the content standards that the 

tests are designed to measure? 

Our research has provided some practical tools that can help 

answer these questions and offer students with disabilities more 

opportunities to demonstrated what they have learned. 

 

Make research matter! Use this knowledge to advance 

assessment and instructional practices for all students. 



 Clark, R., Nguyen, F., & Sweller, J. (2006). Efficiency in learning: Evidence-based 
guidelines to manage cognitive load. San Francisco: Pfeiffer. 
 

 Elliott, S. N., Kettler, R. J., Beddow, P. A., & Kurz, A. (Eds.). (2011). Handbook of 
accessible achievement tests for all students: Bridging the gaps in policy, research, 
and practice. New York: Springer 
 

 Elliott, S.N., Kettler, R.J., Beddow, P.A., Kurz, A., Compton, E., McGrath, D., Bruen, C., 
Hinton, K., Palmer, P., Rodriguez, M., Bolt, D., & Roach, A.T. (2010). Effects of using 
modified items to test students with persistent academic difficulties. Exceptional 
Children, 76 (4), 475-495. 

 

 Kettler, R.J., Elliott, S.N., & Beddow, P.A. (2009). Modifying achievement test items: A 
theory-guide and data-based approach for better measurement of what students with 
disabilities know. Peabody Journal of Education, 84, 529-551.  DOI: 
10.1080/016919560903240996. 
 

 Kettler, R.J., Rodriguez, M.R., Bolt, D.M., Elliott, S.N., Beddow, P.A., & Kurz, A. (2011). 
Modified multiple-choice items for alternate assessments: Reliability, difficulty, and 
differential boost. Applied Measurement in Education, 24, 1-25. 
 

 Roach, A.T., Beddow, P., Kurz, A., Kettler, R.J., & Elliott, S.N. (2010). Incorporating 
student input in developing alternate assessments based on modified achievement 
standards. Exceptional Children, 77 (1), 61-84.  
 

 Rodriguez, M.C. (2005). Three options are optimal for multiple-choice items: A 
meta-analysis of 80 years of research. Educational Measurement: Issues and 
Practice, 24(2), 3-13. 
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Thank you very much for your time. 

Your comments and feedback are welcome. 
 

 

Steve_elliott@asu.edu 
 

 

 

                Resources mentioned can be found at: 
 

 http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/LSI_Projects/CAAVES_Project_Home.xml 
 

 http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/LSI_Projects/C-MAADI_Project_Home.xml 
 

 http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/TAMI.xml 
 

 www.myilogs.com 
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Virginia Modified Achievement 
Standards Test (VMAST) 

• Grant to develop modified achievement 

standards assessment for grade 8 reading 

and mathematics 

 

• Added supports and simplifications 

recommended by educators to existing 

online test items 

 

• Expanded VMAST to include grades 3-8 

mathematics and Algebra I (operational in 

spring 2012) and reading for grades 3-8 and 

end-of-course (operational in spring 2013) 

 



 

 

Grade 4 Mathematics 
Standards of Learning (SOL) Item 



 

 

Grade 4 Mathematics 
Virginia Modified Achievement Standards Test 

(VMAST) Item 



 

 

Grade 4 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 4 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 5 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 5 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 6 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 6 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 7 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 7 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 7 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 7 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Mathematics 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Mathematics 
VMAST Item 



 

 

End-of-Course Algebra I 
SOL Item 



 

 

End-of-Course Algebra I 
VMAST Item 



 

 

End-of-Course Algebra I 
SOL Item 



 

 

End-of-Course Algebra I 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Math Supports and Simplifications 

• Provided hint boxes with formulas, 

strategies, and reminders  

• Color coded important information 

• Provided online manipulatives 

• Simplified numbers 

• Simplified language in stems 

• Added or altered graphics 

• Reduced answer options from 4 to 3 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
SOL Passage 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
VMAST Passage 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
VMAST Passage 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
SOL Item 



 

 

Grade 8 Reading 
VMAST Item 



 

 

Reading Supports and 
Simplifications 

• Shortened reading passages without 

changing reading level 

 

• Excerpted relevant sections of reading and 

presented them with items 

 

• Provided hint boxes to remind students to 

return to passage when item referred to 

passage as a whole 



 

 

Reading Supports and 
Simplifications (cont.) 

• Used graphic organizers to present passage 

information 

 

• Simplified language in stems 

 

• Highlighted key words 

 

• Reduced answer options from 4 to 3 



 

 

Lessons Learned 

• Involve educators in identifying supports 

 

• Be judicious in use of supports: “over-

supporting” can be confusing to students 

 

• Provide practice with items. VMAST practice 

items and guides for teachers may be found 

at: 
  

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/testing/alternative_asses

sments/vmast_va_mod_achievement_stds_test/prac

tice_items/index.shtml  
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Application to Next Generation 
Assessments 

Use principles of universal design in item 

development 
• Reduce language load  

• Simplify presentation of items 

 

Maximize the use of technology to 

develop additional supports and 

simplifications 



 

 

Contact Information: 
 

Shelley Loving-Ryder 
Virginia Department of Education  

 
student_assessment@doe.virginia.gov 

(804) 225-2102 



Best Practices for Assessing 
Low Performing Students in 
NextGen, Grade Level 
Assessments 
Ideas from an Assessment Design and 
Psychometric Perspective 
 
Steve Ferrara 
May 22, 2012 



Overview 

• Background and context 
• Typical grade level test design 
• How did programs go about designing and developing AA-

MAS for low performing students? 
• Ideas for NextGen grade level assessments 
• What do we need to make these ideas work? 
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Background and context 

• High school special ed teacher in Massachusetts: mild and 
moderate disabilities 

• Work on alternate assessments in several states 
• GSEG grant award: AA-MAS design research, development, 

and tryouts 

Copyright © 2011 Pearson Education, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved. 3 



Typical grade level test design 

• How we typically design grade level assessments 
• What we typically get from them 
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Real test, typical grade level test design 
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Item Counts at  
Theta Scale Locations 



Each item adds psychometric information, 
mostly about nearby examinees 
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Item locations, score information, score standard errors 
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Proficient 
cut scoref 2% of 

examinees from 
-6.0 to here 



So what do you see? What does this test give 
us? 
• Lots precision for students in the middle of the scale, less 

precision for students at low and high ends of the proficiency 
scale 

• α ~.85 and higher 
• Result is good test targeting for most examinees, less so for 

low (and high) performing students 
 
• Whether stated in assessment design and psychometric 

terms or not, a goal of AA-MAS was to target tests 
specifically for low performing students with disabilities 
– That is, to create more appropriately targeted tests of grade 

level content standards for these students 
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How did programs go about designing and developing 
AA-MAS for low performing students with disabilities? 

• Tried to make tests easier  
– While targeting on-grade content standards 

• Successful programs 
• Lots of research that yielded important empirical 

contributions to designing accountability assessments for low 
performing students with disabilities 
– E.g., methods to reduce cognitive load: Test Accessibility and 

Modification Inventory (TAMI); see 
http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/tami.xml 
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Ideas for targeting NextGen grade level 
assessments 

 
• Solution ideas to start thinking and discussion; not the 

solution 
• Adaptive testing approaches 

– Item level CAT 
– Multistage, multilevel testing—with a twist 
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Computer-adaptive testing (CAT) 

• This is item level, adaptive test targeting 
– The process… 

• Benefits 
– Effective test targeting  precise test scores for examinees at 

all locations on the test scale 
– Efficiency: often possible to reach a specified level of score 

reliability with shorter tests 
– Effectiveness: Low performing students faced with few items 

that are too difficult for them 
• Interesting finding: 

– Higher performing students say… 
– Lower performing students say… 
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Multistage, multilevel testing 

• Appears in many assessment design and measurement 
theory books (1970s and 1980s) 

• Not in wide practice in educational testing, especially after 
item level CAT became operationally feasible in the mid-
1980s 

• Example 
– 15 item router test and three levels of 25 item tests, all on a 

single scale 
– High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09); see 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/hsls09/ 
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Schematic illustration 
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MSML design for NextGen grade level assessments 

Initial block 

High difficulty 
block 

Moderate 
difficulty 

block 

Lower 
difficulty 

block 

• All items and blocks on a 
single grade level scale 

• All items and blocks 
selected from a single 
grade level pool 

• Initial block representative 
of the full test blueprint 

• Stage 1 score could be 
used for accountability 
reporting 

• Stage 2 score: 
– Enhance the precision of the 

stage 1 score 
– Diagnostic targeting for low 

performing students with 
disabilities 
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What do we need for CAT and MSML tests? Adequate 
numbers of appropriately targeted items 

• Need on-grade level, well aligned items, located at the lower 
end of proficiency scale  
– Must cover all content standards 

• Often a challenge to produce enough of these for all content 
standards 
– Also, what about DOK levels? Why not other frameworks for 

addressing complexity? 
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Generating enough items for appropriate 
targeting: research and experimentation 
• Use easiest items on grade level tests to guide new item 

development 
– Clone them 
– Identify “easiness features” to guide additional item development 

• Develop on grade, prerequisite cousins of current items 
• Reduce the complexity of moderately difficult items: reduce 

cognitive load and build in easiness features 
• Strive for simplicity rather than easiness 

– Focus on DOK levels 1 and 2… 
– Language simplicity, cognitive load, etc. 

• Select on-grade reading texts with lower Levels of Meaning and 
Knowledge Demands, simpler Structure, and higher Language 
Conventionality and Clarity (see appendix A of the CCSS for 
ELA/Literacy) 
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Closing comments (a) 

• While grade level test scores are reliable overall, score 
reliability for lower performing students is not as good as the 
overall test score reliability suggests 
– Just take a look at the size of the standard errors for the lowest 

scores in your grade level program’s scoring tables  
• Multistage, multilevel testing can work with fixed forms, 

administered online and on paper 
– Item pool size and replenishment requirements are not as 

demanding as for item level CAT 
– Not a widely known approach—possible reluctance, resistance 

• These ideas—MSML design and targeting item 
development—require further conceptualization, design, 
vetting, research, and experimentation 
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Reminder  
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Closing comments (b) 

• Further conceptualization, design, and vetting 
– Would the policy community accept MSML testing? (cf. CAT) 
– Would state assessment programs accept it? 

• Further research and experimentation 
– Ongoing, small scale item development projects focused on 

developing items that target grade level standards in the 
regions of score scales where many students with disabilities 
currently are performing 

– Build on the research from the last ~five years 
– Consider the empirical research on items with three response 

options: improved psychometric quality, minimal reduction of 
item difficulty—for all examinees 

• Train item and task writers to hit difficulty targets more 
consistently (e.g., Ferrara et al., 2011) 
– We’re not there yet 
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Thanks! 

Steve Ferrara 
Center for NextGen Learning and Assessment 
steve.ferrara@pearson.com 
612-581-6453 
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